Why do we wear ashes?

Ashes symbolize sorrow and penitence.  The early church ritualized this for those who had committed a serious or “capital” sin.  These “penitents” would wear a penitential garment and have ashes sprinkled on them.  Then they would be excluded from celebrating the Eucharist until the Easter Vigil.  (Note that a person could be a penitent only once in a lifetime.)  Although the order of penitents had declined, by 1091 all the faithful were encouraged to take on the practice of wearing ashes at the beginning of lent.  Today we continue this practice as an expression of “our human condition as affected by sin” (Ceremonial of Bishops, 253).  We mourn for “our sin and ignorance” (Responsorial for Ash Wednesday) that has kept us from keeping to our baptismal promises.  We are marked with ashes as a sign of our commitment to “turn away from sin and be faithful to the gospel” (Mk 1:15).
Where do the ashes come from?
The rubrics for Ash Wednesday say that “the ashes used today come from the branches blessed the preceding year for Passion Sunday.”  Though there is no special rite for burning palm branches, many communities have made a tradition of preparing their own ashes during the weeks before Lent.

How long do I have to wear these ashes?
There is no rubric that states that ashes need to be worn outside of the Ash Wednesday liturgy, though you’ll see many smudged foreheads at work and on the streets on that day.  The wearing of ashes is meant to be a sign of our inward conversion, and, as the Gospel of the day warns, not a way to gain applause.  However, this could be a way to quietly evangelize our places of work and to find support from unknown fellow Catholics.

Is it a sin to not get ashes on Ash Wednesday?
Some people believe that it is a sin to miss receiving ashes on this day.  Some even believe that one would not go to heaven if he or she were not marked with blessed ashes.  Neither is true.  (Ash Wednesday is not even a holy day of obligation!)  This of course does not mean that we shouldn’t participate in this liturgy, nor does it mean that the symbol isn’t important.  Wearing ashes must reflect our desire to act from our baptismal promises.  Saying “we believe” requires us to live dead to sin.  Wearing ashes demands that we live alive for Christ.
LENT – A Sense of the Season

Lent is the yearly celebration by the Church of its corporate conversion in Jesus Christ.  The highest point in the Church’s year of prayer is the Easter Triduum –Holy Thursday, Good Friday and the Easter Vigil – celebrating the dying and rising of the Lord Jesus.  We prepare for this three-day period by the season of Lent and prolong it for the great 50 days of the Easter season.    Together, Lent, the Triduum and the Easter season make up the “paschal season”, the springtime of the Church.

On February 17th, we once again begin the season of Lent.  How do we mark Lent in our churches?  

During Lent we emphasize some things by their absence.  In the rituals of the Triduum we welcome back that which was absent; during the Easter season we give what was absent, renewed importance.  Lent demands an apparent plainness that says, “This is a time to get back to basics”.  We concentrate on the basics of the Word and the Eucharist in order to prepare ourselves to renew our baptismal vows at Easter.  Our efforts are meant to make more evident what is important about these 40 days: the assembly of the faithful, the penitents seeking reconciliation, and some years, candidates preparing to enter into communion with the Church and catechumens preparing for baptism during the Easter Vigil. 

During the Lenten season, we do not sing “Alleluia”.  The paschal candle is removed from the body of the church.  Baptisms are not usually performed during Lent, except in an emergency.  Some other Lenten traditions include the absence of flowers, greenery, plants and decorations.  The sanctuary is as bare as possible.

Lent has a double purpose.  It helps the catechumens to prepare for celebrating their baptism, confirmation, and the eucharist at the Easter Vigil and invites those who are baptized to prepare through penance and prayer to renew their baptismal vows at the Vigil.

During Lent, it is especially important to realize the social consequences of sin as well as the fact that the heart of the virtue of penance is hatred of sin as an offence against God.  Lenten penance should be external and social as well as internal and individual.
Prayer, fasting and almsgiving are not just Lenten disciplines – they are, rather, the year-round regimen of Christian living; the disciplines that, many would say, form us as disciples.  During Lent, we try the best we can to get back to these basic disciplines.

Lent is like a retreat.  Throughout the year the church is directed out into the world, but during these 40 days we pull back into ourselves for reflection and self-examination.  We make ourselves “right with God”.  
         

                          


